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Putting Standards into Practice Is about Choice and Good Teaching,
Says UMaine Professor in New Book
ORONO, Maine -- Any teacher viewing the new English language arts standards as just
another mandated, outsider-produced curriculum to buy into and deliver should take
another look, according to the educator who wrote the book on how to put the new stan
dards into practice in the nation's middle schools.
The standards emerged from good teaching practices and are about possibility and
choice, not preclusion, says Jeffrey D. Wilhelm, University of Maine assistant professor
of literacy education and an experienced middle school teacher. His book, Standards i n
Practice, Grades 6-8, is one of four to be introduced by the National Council of Teachers
of English (NCTE) during its annual conference this week in Boston. Other books in the
Standards in Practice series, also written by teachers with 12 or more years experience,
illustrate the standards in classroom practice for grades K-2, 3-5, and 9-12.
Wilhelm, who received the NCTE's promising researcher award last year, incorporates
his expertise and experience in integrated, inquiry-driven curriculum, technology as a
learning and teaching tool, and as a teacher researcher to show that the standards a re not
about what to teach but how to teach better.
"The standards were developed by teachers and represent the best of what's thought and
known in the field," says Wilhelm. He believes that teachers who are doing interesting
and challenging work and who have the freedom to make decisions and change pract ice
will find that the standards are already helping shape their students' learning.
It's important to articulate and define the standards so teachers can have a gauge for
examining their practice and learn from their accomplishments and failures, Wilhelm
points out.
He weaves his book, the characters, and situations around his own teaching experiences,
colleagues, students, struggles and successes.
"I wanted it to be real for teachers who are dealing with the complexity of meeting the
different needs of 130 kids every day, " he says. "I want teachers to say 'this isn't simple,
but it can be done."'
In addition to the "ring of truth" provided by real people and events, Wilhelm offers
examples and ideas for the classroom, ranging from samples of student work, handouts,
and resource listings. As he relates his stories, whether it's teachers engaged in reflective
thinking or students captivated with the excitement of producing a hypermedia project,
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Wilhelm guides readers to the subtle or explicit standards connections with sidebar
references.
The experiences are about struggling, yet making strides toward better practice, what
worked and what didn't, but most of all, about how exhilarating and exhausting teaching
well can be, Wilhelm explains.
"This book shows teachers with problems, but also with the knowledge, expertise and
freedom to be an independent decision-maker. These are teachers helping students to be
learners and designers of knowledge, " he says.
Just as good teaching is dynamic, the standards represent a living document, something
that constantly changes, according to Wilhelm. "Far from being the final word, the
standards encourage and leave a lot of room for individual decision-making and action.,"
he says. The specifics are left up to the teachers, and that, Wilhelm em phasizes,
demonstrates the encouragement of professionalism and the respect the standards try to
highlight: respect for the learning that occurs through teachers' interaction with students,
and respect for the complexity and importance of daily decision-m aking in the process
of teaching.
Other top teachers in the field selected by the NCTE to author the Standards in Practice
Series are: Linda K. Crafton, Northwestern University (Grades K-2); Martha SierraPerry, Champaign, Ill., public schools (Grades 3-5); and Peter Smagorinsky, Univers ity
of Oklahoma (Grades 9-12).
Wilhelm, a nationally recognized teacher, researcher and author, earned his Ph.D. from
the University of Wisconsin-Madison. His recent research includes studying how student
reading and thinking can be supported through the use of art, drama and technolog y. In
July, he will direct the University of Maine College of Education's first Technology as a
Leaming Tool Institute, as well as a middle level and secondary literacy institute for
teachers. More information about the institutes and Wilhelm's work are available on his
Web site home p.J!g~
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